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News focus
The world is acquiring a new population almost that of Germany every year. A 
new journal issue on human population growth highlights a problem that is not 
being taken seriously enough. Nigel Williams reports.
Heads countThe growth in the human population 
poses a wide range of serious 
threats to the planet. Many have 
been highlighted but the political and 
social response has been ineffective 
in many countries. A special issue 
of the Philosophical Transactions of 
the Royal Society, published online, 
provides us “with an intellectual 
feast”, even though the papers “will 
leave a bitter taste in the mouth 
afterwards”, writes Roger Short at 
the University of Melbourne, the issue 
editor along with Malcolm Potts at 
the Bixby Center at the University of 
California, Berkeley.
A series of papers from a range of 
specialists explores the ways in which the inexorable increase in human 
numbers is exhausting conventional 
energy supplies, accelerating 
environmental pollution and global 
warming, and providing an increasing 
number of ‘failed states’ where civil 
unrest prevails. “Few can be left in 
any doubt that calling a halt to future 
population growth in both developed 
and developing countries is the 
greatest challenge now facing our 
world,” writes Short.
“It is surprising that when the 
UN announced its eight millennium 
development goals in 2000, halting 
population growth was not one 
of them, it has since been added 
as an afterthought. International organisations, governments, and 
religious leaders will be the last to 
appreciate the gravity of the situation, 
and the last to implement effective 
measures to halt further population 
growth,” he writes.
As global warming increasingly 
makes the headlines ahead of the 
major meeting in Copenhagen in 
December to create a new treaty on 
greenhouse gas emissions, more and 
more people are beginning to accept 
it as a reality. But there remains a 
major credibility gap; people have yet 
to draw the obvious conclusion that, 
since global warming is the result of 
human activities, too many people will 
only exacerbate the problem, Short 
says.
The split between the developed 
world, with high energy usage 
but low population growth, and Strains: Kenya’s population is just one example of growth above earlier predictions. (Photo: Peter Treanor/Alamy.)
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lower energy demands but higher 
population growth, is central to the 
new issue. “The developed world 
must curb its profligate use of  
non-renewable energy and the 
developing world its exponential 
population growth, if we are to arrest 
global warming in the years to come, 
Short warns.
“When the Book of Genesis was 
written 3,000 years ago, there would 
only have been a few million people 
on earth. Hence it made sense to 
enjoin mankind to: ‘Be fruitful, and 
multiply, and replenish the earth, and 
subdue it: and have dominion over 
the fish of the sea, and the fowl of the 
air, and over every living thing that 
moveth upon the earth’,” he writes.
“In the intervening centuries we 
have done just that. The world’s 
population is now 6.8 billion and 
we have achieved domination over every living thing,” Short warns. 
He highlights that many thinkers 
have worried about this issue over 
many centuries. In 1776, the pioneer 
Scottish economist, Adam Smith, 
issued a prophetic warning in his 
book The Wealth of Nations: “The 
desire for food is limited in every 
man by the narrow capacity of the 
human stomach; but the desire for 
the conveniences and ornaments 
of building, dress, equipage and 
household furniture seem to have no 
limit or certain boundary.”
Adam Smith had foreseen the fatal 
flaw in our economy, writes Short. “It 
is human artefact that gives unlimited 
power to our selfish genes, with no 
negative feedback controls. The 
global economic recession which 
began in 2008 was driven by that very 
greed that Smith identified as having 
‘no limit or certain boundary’. When 
empowered by such an economy, this greed will ultimately run counter to 
the inherent ecological constraints of 
the planet. This may prove to be our 
Achilles’ heel. Unless we can ensure 
that the economy is kept subservient 
to our ecology, we will self-destruct.”
Short also highlights the prescience 
of Thomas Malthus in his Essay on 
the Principle of Population published 
in 1798. This text both enraged 
and engaged many readers. Some 
economists thought it outrageous 
but Charles Darwin was one biologist 
who found the work compelling. “The 
power of population is indefinitely 
greater than the power in the earth 
to produce subsistence for man. 
Population, when unchecked, 
increases in a geometrical ratio,” 
writes Short.
He highlights that rapid population 
growth in some regions, combined 
with increasing affluence and 
explosive growth in fossil fuel and 
natural resources consumption 
throughout the world, is seriously 
endangering a broad range of natural 
systems that support life. “For the 
first time in history, much of the 
natural world is adversely affected by 
human activity. Global warming is just 
one among many threats to sustaining 
human life, wildlife and the natural 
environment.”
Part of the focus of the new special 
issue is to highlight what can be 
done in developing countries to stall 
population growth. The UN projects 
that the human population will 
increase from the current 6.8 billion 
to between 8 billion and 10.5 billion 
in 2050. Although more than half 
the world’s women have an average 
of two children or fewer, the global 
population is still growing rapidly 
and this year there will be 78 million 
more births than deaths — a number 
slightly less than the population of 
Germany. Over 95 per cent of the 
growth is in low-income countries 
least able to provide for these 
numbers. Despite deaths from Aids, 
much of the fastest population growth 
is in sub-Saharan Africa.
In Kenya, as a result of reduced 
efforts in family planning, the issue 
reports, the projected population in 
2050 has been increased from  
54 million to 83 million. Some 
observers predict that an increase 
of this magnitude may lead to food 
scarcity and crumbling infrastructure 
and, potentially, to violent conflicts over 
resources. Kenya is currently suffering 
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 A summit on greenhouse gas 
emissions called by UN secretary-
general Ban Ki-moon in New York last 
month drew a big attendance but little 
in concrete terms ahead of the key 
meeting in Copenhagen in December.
China pledged its commitment to 
fighting climate change by promising 
a ‘notable’ reduction in the growth 
of carbon dioxide emissions at the 
meeting as the world’s states gear up 
for a follow-up to the Kyoto protocol 
on greenhouse gas emissions. 
China, like India and other 
developing countries, has been 
reluctant to bear the brunt of what they 
see as a problem largely caused by 
developed countries in reaching that 
status. But, having previously resisted 
pressure to make any reductions for 
fear of restraining his country’s rapid 
economic growth, President Hu Jintao 
signalled a change of course in an 
address to the UN.
“It is work that will not be 
easy. As we head towards 
Copenhagen, there should be 
no illusions that the hardest 
part of our journey is in front 
of us.”
However, campaigners were 
disappointed by the lack of detail 
and his failure to include any specific 
targets on curbing greenhouse gases. 
Hu promised ‘determined action’ to 
slow the increase of carbon dioxide 
emissions by a ‘notable margin’ by 
2020, while improving forest cover 
and enhancing ‘climate-friendly 
technologies’. He was careful to 
acknowledge that China bore a 
responsibility, along with the  
world’s advanced economies,  
for conserving the world’s 
environment.
“Global climate change has a 
profound impact on our survival and 
development of mankind,” he said. 
“China stands ready to work with all 
The US and China made bold 
statements in New York but the 
crunch will come in Copenhagen. 
Nigel Williams reports.
Climate milestone 
loomsfrom drought in some regions that 
is leading to a loss of livestock and 
the country, which comprises large 
regions of desert, is highly vulnerable 
to any reduction in rainfall as a result of 
climate change for the maintenance of 
its population.
Globally, the journal issue highlights 
the fact of more than 80 million 
unintended pregnancies each  
year — which shows there is already a 
large unmet need for family planning. 
Surveys show that 200 million 
women wish to delay or stop the next 
pregnancy and more than 100 million 
are not using any contraception 
because they lack access to it or face 
other barriers to its use. Even in the 
US, one of the most affluent nations 
in the world, half of the pregnancies 
are unintended.
“Meeting the unmet need for family 
planning has been highly successful 
in slowing rapid population growth,” 
the journal says. “Ready access to 
contraception and safe abortion 
has decreased family size, even in 
illiterate communities living on less 
than one dollar a day.”
Increased access to family planning 
will make it easier for countries 
with rapidly growing populations to 
expand education. “Education, in 
turn, particularly of women, makes 
an important contribution to fertility 
decline and a crucial contribution 
to development,” the journal says. 
“However, rapidly growing countries 
cannot always expand education 
fast enough to keep pace with the 
growing number of children each 
year.”
It argues that the coming decade 
should be dedicated to the needs of 
the one billion young people aged 
between 15 and 24 in the world, 
the majority living in low-income 
settings with limited educational 
and employment opportunities. 
Every young person should have 
full access to contraception and the 
knowledge of how to use it. “The 
burden of ill health associated with 
unsafe abortion must be confronted, 
especially among young people 
who are often most vulnerable to 
unintended pregnancy. The unmet 
need for contraception in low-income 
countries is calculated to increase 
from 525 million couples in 2000 to 
742 million by 2015.”
It is essential that national leaders 
and international donors, especially 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, understand the 
imperative to invest in education and 
improved access to family planning, 
it says.
“All women should be protected 
from unintended childbirth. Making 
every birth a wanted birth is a goal 
that can be approached through 
improved access to family planning.”
The report is forthright in its 
assessment of China’s policy to limit 
population growth — the largest 
nation on the earth. “Chairman Mao 
had initially been pronatalist, but then 
it became increasingly apparent that 
China could not support continuous 
population growth. The first step was 
when Chairman Mao launched China’s 
‘Later, Longer, Fewer’ campaign in the 
1970s, which encouraged couples to 
postpone childbearing, increase the 
spacing between births, and accept 
smaller families,” the journal says.
But that was not sufficiently 
effective, so in the early 1980s it 
changed into the ‘One Child Family 
Policy’, that is still in place. Although 
it has been condemned by most 
of the Western world for denying 
couples their reproductive freedom, 
it has had spectacular benefits for 
China as a whole.
Not only did it halve the birth rate, 
but there were amazing reductions 
in maternal and infant mortality. With 
excellent availability of Chinese-made 
oral contraceptives, inter-uterine 
devices, vasectomies and condoms, 
and safe back-up aspiration abortion, 
China has led by example. “If only 
India, or Pakistan, or Nigeria, or even 
the US could follow suit, the world 
would breathe more easily in future,” 
the journal says.
“The fact that China has been able 
to prevent a population explosion with 
excessive numbers of uneducated, 
unemployable, testosterone-driven 
young men who see terrorism as their 
only way to fight the system, means 
that China will be relatively stable in 
the years to come, as it takes over the 
reins of global leadership.”
There is no doubt that the current 
rate of human population growth is 
unsustainable. “If we enabled all the 
women of the world to have control 
of their own fertility, there would be 
a dramatic decline in population 
growth. So it should be possible to 
achieve the goal set by the world’s 
scientific academies in 1993: zero 
population growth in the lifetime of 
our children.”
